Survey - Riding More with Less 


This survey is timed to coincide with the slower off-season, though | recognize this 
might only be true for shops located in the Northern hemisphere. | very much 
appreciate that your time is valuable, and my goal is to make this survey as easy as 
possible for you to complete. 


The survey is broken down into three general areas - shop setup & supply; repair 
services offered; and shop policies. Please feel free to collaborate with friends or 
coworkers on this. And if you would prefer to complete the survey by means of an 
online interview, contact me at the email address below. Alternately, let me know if 
you’d rather complete an online version and I'll send a link. 


If more than one credible approach is presented for resolving a given issue, | hope 
to provide sufficient reasoning to evaluate each. 


If you would like to provide photos or illustrations for this project, | would welcome 
these at 


RidingMoreWithLess@qmail.com. 


Answers from The Flat Bike Collective, Montreal, Canada 


A. Shop Setup & Supply Sources 


1. Does your shop have access to professional bike repair stands and/or truing 
stands? Alternatively, how do you secure bike and wheels such that you can 
work on them? 

Yes and yes. We currently have 2 stands drilled into the cinderblock 

walls (we used to have 2 more before our building was reno’d) and 

maybe half a dozen portable stands. We have 2 truing stands although 
one is in dire need of repair.. 

2. Do you use any homemade tools in your shop? Any favorite modifications on 
existing tools? 

Not many - most frequently used homemade tool is rim diameter 

measurer, which is basically a thick wooden stick with a hole in the 

middle with radius length marked onto it 

3. Do you re-use cables? Cable housing? Any special methods for organizing 
either? (I understand many community bike shops are already doing this, 
and | regularly do so myself; | hope to quantify for readers how common this 
practice is.) 

Cables can sometimes be re-used but typically we don’t recommend re- 

using housing. We’re at a university so the vast majority of people are 

coming in with their old beater bikes and when they need to change out 
their cables, they really need to.. 

4. With hub overhauls, do you re-use the bearings? 

If it’s someone who’s doing routine maintenance yes, but as above, if 

it’s an old bike that’s been left outside all year including winter then no 

5. Does your shop build wheels with used spokes and/or used rims? 

Used rims yes, used spokes no. Not many people come in to build 

wheels, though. 
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6. When building or truing wheels, do you use a spoke compound? If so, what? 
Does the equation change if you are working with used spokes and/or used 
spoke nipples? 

We don’t supply spoke compound. 

7. Feedback | received following the publication of How to Rock & Roll 
suggested some bike shops saw its emphasis on reusing parts in conflict with 
the industry’s traditional business model, which relies upon novelty for 
turnover. Does your shop sell used parts? If so, please indicate what 
proportion of your shop’s operating budget these provide for. (Here again, | 
hope to better quantify what | understand to be a common practice.) 


We’re designated as a non-profit university Service, so we aren’t 

making any money - so our answer maybe isn’t so helpful for you! 

The vast majority of parts we sell (excluding tubes) are used parts. We 

get the bikes that have been abandoned around campus and can take 

parts off those if no one comes to claim them. 

All used parts are sold really cheap (between 1 CAD and 5 CAD 

typically, maybe 7 CAD for a decent used rim or tire). So although 

probably 70% of the parts we sell are used, they probably comprise like 

10% of our sales 

8. Does your shop have access to wholesale rates for new bikes or parts? 
Alternately, are you able to access these through intermediaries (other 
shops, connections, etc.?) 

Yes we have access to such rates for parts, we don’t sell new bikes so 

I’m not sure about that. 

9. Describe your shop’s relationship with other shops in your area. Is yours the 
only nearby location selling used bikes? 

We’re known as a hands-off but free community shop, so depending 

what kind of bike circle you’re in you may or not know about us, | 

guess. Other bike collectives and | imagine non-roadie shops know us. 

We send people to other university collectives if there’s a problem we 

can’t figure out or a part we don’t have. At least 3-4 shops within 1-2 

km of us sell used bikes. 

10.Bikeshare systems are more and more ubiquitous these days, and that’s 
arguably really a good thing, but not everyone has a credit card... Does your 
shop rent bikes? If so, how does that work? 

We don’t rent bikes and have no plans to do so. 

11.Has your local bike share system donated bikes or parts to your shop? How 
has that worked out? 

They have not. 


B. Repair Services Offered 


1. Component manufacturers (Suntour, Shimano, SRAM, etc.) have historically 
produced parts that are not meant to be cross-compatible. How much does 
this complicate life at your shop? Any secret mix-and-match combinations 
that work out, or does friction shifting emerge as a default? 

Friction shifting is underrated! I’m not sure how familiar you are with 

Montreal and what’s on the road here, but we have a ridiculous amount 

of vintage steel road bikes with downtube shifters. Like so many. 
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Everyone has had at least one in their life! So a lot of the salvaged 

bikes we receive have friction shifters and that’s the used stock we end 

up having in our space for people to learn with and install. Also, there’s 

a lot of friction shifting that ends up happening just because a lot of 

our users (and volunteers actually) are not very advanced mechanics. 

2. Campagnolo drivetrain parts are famously rebuildable, but most other 
component manufacturers have taken the opposite approach. Has your shop 
had any success repairing and reusing ‘disposable’ drivetrain parts such as 
Shimano Rapidfire pods, STI levers, Grip Shift levers, sealed bottom bracket 
cartridges, etc.? 

I’ve never been able to repair and reuse a bottom bracket cartridge, 

but tbh we also barely see any of those at the Flat. Rapidfire shifters 

and grip shift levers we can sometimes get working again, but the fixer 
has to be very patient and have some finesse. Honestly | think so much 
of fixing these things that are not designed to be fixed is to have the 
time to do it, which unfortunately a lot of folks do not have -_- 

3. Beyond maintaining air pressure and replacing tires as necessary, what 
recommendations does your shop provide for avoiding flat tires - tube liners, 
tube sealants, thicker tubes, etc.? Extra points if you have advice for dealing 
with goathead thorns... 

Nothing in particular, but we endorse tube patching when possible :/ 

4. Does your shop’s service menu include drivetrain cleaning? If so, what 
method do you use? 

We have a couple parktool chain cleaners that people can use, we use 

some degreaser diluted like 15:1 with water. 

If that doesn’t work well enough there’s always the chain-in-gatorade- 

bottle with sunlight dish soap shaking maneuver. 

5. Does your shop align or repair any damaged frames or forks? In what 
circumstances? Do you offer any frame modifications, such as adding racks 
or other storage? 

We have the tools to straighten out forks and a couple times a year 

someone will want to do the procedure. Success rate is maybe 50% 

6. Does your shop expend any energy attempting to free seized seatposts? If 
so, what sequence of steps would you recommend? 

Unfortunately, we are not radical seat-post unfreezers, so just the 

normal stuff - short of blow torching. We aren’t allowed to use 

blowtorches in our on-campus space 

7. Factors including lower operating costs and greater material scarcity can 
allow or even encourage some community bike shops to offer repair services 
which mainline bike shops might find overly time-intensive, and thus cost- 
prohibitive. These may include well-understood practices - patching inner 
tubes, for example, or booting tires - as well as less established techniques 
(attempting to straighten bent axles, or remove flat spots from rims, etc.). 
Does your shop offer services not provided by other shops in your area? If 
so, please describe. 

Pretty much anything that people want to try they can in our space, 

short of anything involving fire.. If it’s a very rare procedure then the 

user may be on their own, as there may not be a volunteer around who 
knows how to do what they want to try, but we’re always down to try 
and learn a new fix 
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8. Any experiences to relate with regards to servicing or repairing either carbon 
fiber or bamboo bikes? 
I can’t speak for the other volunteers but I have no knowledge to give in 
this area. <5% of bikes that come in are carbon so not much opportunity 
to learn about them 
9. Does your shop service any electric bikes? If so, are you seeing any patterns 
emerge with regards to their maintenance? 
We don’t sell e-bikes 
10.What other technical questions should this survey be asking - which repair 
scenarios most bedevil the mechanics at your shop? 


C. Shop Policies 


1. Does your shop provide any public education on bike repair? 
Yes, our entire model is that we teach people how to fix their bikes and 
provide a free space and tools to do so. We don’t fix people’s bikes for 
them, but rather guide and provide advice 
2. Does your shop provide public access to shop equipment - bike tools, repair 
stands, etc.? 
Yes, all of this + used parts + used bikes at various levels of road- 
readiness + new parts by request. Typically we are open to the 
public/community at large, but since COVID we’ve only been able to see 
people with university IDs, since we’re in a basement of a university 
building and you need building access... 
3. What steps does your shop take to provide for an inclusive environment? 
Our mandate states that we try to provide an anti-oppressive space. 
We are a non-hierarchical volunteer collective and we try to be aware 
of the various power imbalances that arise in any space - and then try 
to not fall into those tropes. We start off when orienting new 
volunteers with sharing the mandate and mission. Our hands-off policy 
tries to empower people to become mechanics and knowledge-holders 
in their own rights. We host a monthly WTQ (women, trans, queer) 
night 
4. Please describe your shop’s policy with regards to repairing and/or selling 
mass market bikes. 
We are not bike snobs. If it’s your bike and you want to learn to fix it, 
we can help you do that! IMO a lot of people in the bike scene are elitist 
about bicycles and look down their noses at mass market bikes, but for 
many people, they go to a big box store and that’s what they can afford 
so that’s what they buy. The same people who act as though they’re 
enlightened leftists are really actually airing out their bourgeois 
sensibilities... Which is fine if that’s your taste, but don’t act as though 
you’re a better person you know? Anyways, if we receive abandoned 
bikes on campus that are ‘mass market bikes’ but are in mostly ok 
shape, we fix them up and sell them like we’d do with any other 
abandoned bike that’s worth salvaging. 
5. How does your shop learn of product recalls? What action does your shop 
take on them? 
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I guess our distributor would email us/the listserv we’re part of if that 

were to happen 

6. How have your shop’s operations been affected by the Covid pandemic? 

The pandemic has been hard for us. We were closed from March 2020 

until summer 2021, and now we’re closed again re: Omicron. COVID has 

been really bad in Montreal and since we’re technically part of the 
university, we’re subject to their rules. 

7. For media inquiries, whom might you recommend as effective spokespersons 
or advocates for community bike shops and bike NGOs more broadly? | 
would be comfortable discussing individual repair techniques, or the writing 
process, but I lack the background to really talk about the day-to-day at 
community bike shops, and | am certain it would be more useful to refer such 
questions to those who know more. [Depending on the inquiry, my strategy 
would be to either provide the name(s) most often suggested in response to 
this question, and/or those most appropriate in terms of the location. ] 

I think at Right to Move (Concordia University’s bike shop) or BQAM 

(UQAM’s bike shop) they have paid staff so maybe they could be good 

to reach out to. Or Our Community Bikes in Vancouver. 

8. Please confirm your name, email address and shop affiliation. And for 
purposes of this book, please indicate if your responses should be attributed 
anonymously. 

I’m Emily MacLean from The Flat Bike Collective in Montreal. 

Emilylmaclean9@gqmail.com 

9. Could this project benefit from including any other shops or NGOs in your 
area? If so, please provide contact information. 

Right to Move, BQAM, Cycle JR (not a community bike shop, but a seller 

of many esoteric and old parts) 


Thanks again for taking the time! The survey above represents a starting point for 
this project. | look forward to working with contributors to better understand and 
explore the topics it explores. 


Please return completed surveys to me at 


RidingMoreWithLess@gmail.com. 


